Understanding the neural mechanisms underlying normal social interactions and social attachments may have important implications for understanding psychiatric disorders with impairments in social behavior, including autism spectrum disorders. We have been performing comparative studies in rodent species with divergent social organization to gain insights into the neural circuits and molecular mechanisms that regulate complex social behaviors, including social bonding between mates.
The goal of Dr. Young's research is to understand how genetic, cellular and neurobiological mechanisms regulate complex social behavior, including social cognition and social bonding. His research focuses heavily on the roles of the neuropeptides oxytocin and vasopressin in regulating the neural processing of social signals and social attachment. Dr. Young uses a comparative neuroethological approach to investigate the nature of social bonding in highly affiliative and socially monogamous prairie voles. His work incorporates a comprehensive genetic approach that involved genetic manipulation of both mice and prairie voles. This work has led to the development of neural model of social bonding which shares many features with addiction. In addition, his research provides insights into the evolution of social behavior at a molecular level, as well as into genetic mechanisms underlying individual variation in social behavior. His research demonstrates that variation in the expression of neuropeptide receptor genes in specific brain regions contributes to the diversity in social behavioral phenotypes, both among species and between individuals of a species. This work has important implications for understanding the neurobiology of psychiatric disorders with disruptions in social behavior, such as Autism Spectrum Disorders.
